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COASTAL MANAGEMENT IN AUSTRALIA A ROLE FOR THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT IN IMPLEMENTING ICZM
IS THERE A ROLE FOR THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT IN IMPLEMENTING
INTEGRATED COASTAL MANAGEMENT IN AUSTRALIA?
Geoff Wescott, School of Life and Environmental Sciences, Deakin University, 
Melbourne, email: wescott@deakin.edu.au
Introduction
Australia’s coastal zone contains most of the nation’s population,
much of its economic and social activity and many of its prized 
assets. As a consequence, sound management of the zone is of
profound importance to the socioeconomic development of the
nation as a whole and to the maintenance of many of Australia’s
unique species and ecological systems. (RAC 1993, p. 87)
The Australian Constitution left the planning and management of crown land with the
Australian state and territory governments. Hence coastal planning and management is
predominantly a state (and later territory) government responsibility (local government
has a role through state legislation). When combined with the Offshore Constitutional 
Settlement (OCS) this leaves state and territory governments with the responsibility for
the coastal zone that includes private and public land and coastal waters (in most of
the nation out to three nautical miles offshore).
Harvey and Caton (2003) and Wescott (2001, 2006) have attempted to summarise the
ever changing institutional arrangements across the states and territories (see also
Norman 2005). These have evolved from the Resources Assessment Commission
inquiry (RAC 1993, see Kay & Lester 1997; Wescott 2006) and aided by a series of
wider ‘triggers’ for coastal reform (as described by Thom & Harvey 2000). These 
institutional arrangements are our legacy and the starting point for this paper.
Discussion
This state of affairs begs the question: Is there a role for the federal government in 
implementing integrated coastal zone management (ICZM) in Australia? 
Then the question arises: If there is a role for the federal government, what should that
role be? 
In the numerous inquiries on coastal management in Australia over the last quarter of
century a series of reasons for federal government involvement have been put forward.
These can be summarised as in RAC (1993): 
• the fact that no single sphere of government can plan and manage the Australian 
coast alone;
29
COASTAL MANAGEMENT IN AUSTRALIA A ROLE FOR THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT IN IMPLEMENTING ICZM
• the need for the effective and efficient channelling of the limited financial resources
that are available to where they are most needed;
• the lack of any profile, or public accountability, of current national coastal
arrangements;
• the need for the effective collection and storage of scientific information from across 
the nation; 
• the need to meet Australia’s international obligations in the coastal zone that
necessitate coordination between spheres of government. 
Prior to the RAC process both the 1980 HORSEC (Commonwealth of Australia 1981)
and 1991 HORSCERA (Commonwealth of Australia 1991) federal government reports 
into coastal planning and management arrangements called for far greater levels of
federal involvement in coastal planning and management for much the same reasons 
as the RAC (also see Table 1 in the essay by Lazarow in this book for an international
perspective on this issue).
Finally there would appear to be a strong need for the Australian community to have
direct input into national coastal policy, planning and management because: 
• the vast majority of Australians live in coastal localities,
• Australians attach great economic, social and cultural importance to the coast, and
• Australia’s coastal ecosystems possess extraordinary natural beauty and diversity. 
In summary the federal government does have a role in implementing ICZM in
Australia because of the critical economic, social and ecological importance of the
coast to the nation as a whole.
The question then becomes: To what extent, and in what areas, is the federal
government to be involved?
And hence: What form should this involvement take?
Certainly, given many citizens argue that Australia possesses at least one too many
tiers of government, the involvement of an extra layer of government (in this case the
federal government in coastal affairs) in any area requires substantial debate and
justification.
Such involvement or new intervention must ‘add value’ to the existing outcomes. It also 
needs to be seen to add value.
In the case of Australian coastal planning and management, if the federal government
is to become more involved in an area in which it has not been substantially involved in
the past, then its presence will need to enhance the objectives (largely based around
ecologically sustainable development and hence linked to the Environment Protection
and Biodiversity Act 1998) of the mutually agreed approach of ICZM.
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The discussion of the type of involvement, the extent of that involvement and the
method of the involvement has not, despite the numerous coastal inquiries and
recommendations, been particularly sophisticated and certainly not fruitful in the past.
To be sure we have recommendations about structures and authorities and reasons for
federal involvement etc. (see Commonwealth of Australia 1980, 1991 and RAC 1993)
but the focus has been on institutional arrangements rather than on how the federal
government can add value to coastal planning and management outcomes in practice.
Clearly the principles of ICZM (Cicin-Sain & Knecht 1998; Sorenson 2002) should be
the basis for coastal planning and management in Australia, in theory at least. How
then can the federal government ‘value-add’ to the roles of state, territory and local 
governments in implementing ICZM? 
How to progress the national discussion? 
One of the stumbling blocks for implementing previous recommendations of coastal 
inquires has been: what is the first step? One of the problems in the past has been that
these discussions have been Canberra-based and the discussion has been organised 
(certainly not led) by first federal politicians (Cabinet) and then handed to federal public 
servants to implement. The result from this process is delay and costly implementation
processes that ensure the control of the process never leaves Canberra.
One possible way around this impasse, among many alternatives, is to hand the
process over to a National Coastal Council (NCC). In the author’s view the Council is 
the best way to proceed (and the most likely to succeed). Hence it is described in some
detail below. The concept of a National Coastal Council with a clear and deliberate
mandate was first recommended in the 1980 House of Representatives report into
coastal zone management and is not a new concept. The Council would have a clear 
budget and report directly to the Prime Minister. The Council would establish and
maintain direct links to state and local areas through a reformed (Marine and) Coastal 
Community Network (the current Network has over 10 000 participants across Australia
and its electronic and hard copy information dissemination processes are well
established and efficient).
The Council would place a high priority on getting ‘out and about’ (partially through
judicious choice of members); for example, rather than meeting always in Canberra it
could meet once a year in Canberra and could meet across the country on other
occasions. At these other venues a public meeting could form part of its regular 
schedule. Various aspects of such a Council and its structure have been presented to
the Coastal CRC’s National Stakeholder Advisory Committee for action (Wescott 
2005).
The Council could be given a limited initial term of office (renewable if successful) and
a clear set of objectives: for example, its major aim would be to identify the major 
issues and their potential solutions across the entire country. In their recently released
31
COASTAL MANAGEMENT IN AUSTRALIA A ROLE FOR THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT IN IMPLEMENTING ICZM
discussion paper, Meeting the challenge of coastal growth, the Labor Party considers
the establishment of “a National Coastal Management Agency to lead and implement 
national coastal policy” (ALP 2006). While this is a first step for the ALP in the lead-up
to the next federal election, their positive legacy on coastal reports and inquiries and
knowledge of coastal management issues suggests they could have been far more
assertive and definitive in their policy statement.
The Council would recommend the appropriate (most effective and efficient) level of 
government to deal with these major issues and solutions and to propose mechanisms
for the federal funding of these solutions. Hence a diverse, community-focussed, well
respected group of individuals with well recognised long-term experience in coastal 
affairs would lead a discussion on the future of Australia’s coast. The strong emphasis 
in these discussions would be on identifying solutions and how to implement and fund
these solutions.
Australia’s coastal issues and solutions matrix: implementing change in coastal 
practices
Before proceeding further the author wishes to acknowledge the significant input of 
Di Tarte in helping to build this list of issues (Table 1) and the concept of not just
identifying issues but identifying potential solutions simultaneously.
Any person with even a fleeting association with the Australian coast can quickly
identify the problems. But if we are to improve coastal practices there must be an
obligation that if one identifies a coastal ‘issue’ or ‘problem’, one should not move on to 
the next issue without at least identifying a potential solution and the level of
government best placed to implement that solution.
The first draft of the Australian coastal issues and solutions matrix (Table 1) attempts to 
do this. This proposal differs from the current federal (Intergovernmental Coastal
Advisory Group, ICAG) approach (Commonwealth of Australia 2003) in that:
• The discussion in this proposal will be led by a broad and diverse group (a National
Coastal Council), not solely by a ‘closed shop’ of well intentioned and hard working 
federal and state bureaucrats (ICAG). We need holistic ‘grassroots up’ combined
with ‘top down’ solutions; hence we need to broaden the input and the base for 
debate. It must get out of ‘the corridors’ of various parliaments and government
offices across the country. We need community ownership of the issues—and the 
solutions.
• The implementation of the proposal above would cost more than the current 
system. (The ‘National Framework’ is severely limited in its potential impact by 
being compelled to be ‘cost neutral’, even in a time of very substantial surpluses in
most states and federally). We are dealing with a nationally significant issue and
Australia’s most loved area (the coast); the coast already has national attention, is
home to most Australians. We are a coastal people and the coast deserves 
national funds to significantly improve coastal planning and management.
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• The focus in the concept enunciated here is on solutions, not just (re-)identifying 
issues—it is an action-based concept.
Table 1: The Australian coastal issues and solutions matrix
Issue Management response Level of government 
primarily responsible
Impact of climate change Hazard mapping/planning Commonwealth, states and
territory
Overdevelopment / ribbon 
development
Better strategic and local
planning
States and territory, local
Land-based sources of 
pollution impacting on
coastal waters
Catchment and agriculture
controls
All levels 
Impact of introduced marine
pests
Ballast water control;
recreational vessel control
Commonwealth, states and
territory
Water quality and quantity in 
estuaries
Better storm run-off control;
environmental flows 
Local, states and territory, 
Commonwealth
Impact of increased human
use of coast
Better local and regional
planning; better data 
Local, states and territory, 
Commonwealth
Nuisance algal blooms Better water quality control Commonwealth (standards),
states and territory, local 
Inadequate long-term funding
of coastal management
National funding introduced,
state and local funding 
increased
All
Need for long-term sustained
coastal capacity building 
National funding with state 
and territory coordination and
local implementation
All
Inadequate knowledge base Commonwealth research
funding
Commonwealth, states and
territory
Conclusion
There must be federal government involvement in implementing ICZM in Australia
because the Australian coast is critical to the continuing wellbeing and prosperity of
Australians in economic, social and environmental terms. 
Where the proposal for coastal governance reform proposed for discussion in this
paper differs from the recommendations of the previous and numerous coastal
inquiries is that it suggests a mechanism for implementing changes that is not 
bureaucratically based (new authorities and legislation) and involves the solution of
coastal issues (inside the framework of integrated coastal management) at the level of
government (federal, state, local) that can most effectively and efficiently deal with that
specific issue. The emphasis on a National Coastal Council in this paper reflects the 
importance of getting the Commonwealth involved in a realistic manner in an area
where there is no automatic constitutional role. Other papers in this publication reflect
in more detail on the role of other levels of government. 
The federal government’s role is to establish the mechanism (a National Coastal
Council is proposed here) to identify the problems and solutions and to significantly
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assist in funding the identified appropriate level/s of governments’ implementation of 
the identified solutions.
Talk is cheap; improving coastal planning and management will require energy, vision
and money. 
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